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HUMAN RIGHTS AND CLIMATE CHANGE 
Bridget Lewis 
 
1. Introduction 
Climate change is the biggest environmental threat currently confronting the global 
community.  It has the potential to impact on us all, in a wide variety of ways.  Global 
warming is predicted to cause, and in some cases can already be attributed with 
causing, a range of environmental impacts, including changes in temperature and 
precipitation, increased frequency and severity of extreme weather events, changes in 
ocean salinity, temperature and currents, melting sea ice, desertification and 
deforestation, changes to habitat and loss of species.1  These changes have the 
potential to impact significantly on the lives of many millions of people, and are likely to 
interfere with the enjoyment of their human rights.   
 
This short paper considers the nature of the human impact of climate change, illustrating 
the various human rights which are under threat.  By considering the links between 
environmental protection and human rights, it will canvass some of the ways that 
international human rights law can be utilised in developing suitable strategies to combat 
climate change, and the benefits of viewing the issue from a human rights perspective. 
 
2. The environmental and human impacts of climate change 
The effects of climate change are already having an impact on human communities in 
several regions.  In the Arctic, rising temperatures have caused sea ice to melt or to 
become unstable. The Inuit peoples use the sea ice for travel and hunting.  The hunt in 
particular has significant social, cultural and economic importance, but the Inuit are now 
increasingly restricted in their abilities to enjoy these traditional practices.  Environmental 
changes due to global warming are also affecting the number and distribution of species 
which would traditionally be hunted. Increased sea levels and storm surges are forcing 
whole communities to move inland, while rising temperatures are creating new health 
risks through spread of previously uncommon diseases. 2 
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Closer to Australia, Small Island Developing States (SIDS) in the Pacific, as well as 
communities in the Torres Strait, are also experiencing environmental changes due to 
climate change.  Communities which rely on subsistence farming as their main source of 
food and income are experiencing a shortage of arable land due to contamination of soil 
and water table from salt-water inundation.3  Inundation in some Torres Strait 
communities has become so common that they have been forced to raise their houses 
on stilts or move further away from the coast.4   
 
Rising temperatures and changing precipitation patterns are likely to cause an increase 
in the incidence of water- borne and mosquito-borne diseases, as well as exacerbating 
other health problems.5  Fish stocks, an important source of food and income, have 
decreased due to changes in ocean salinity, temperature and currents.6  For people in 
the Torres Strait, populations of important totemic species such as dugong and sea 
turtles have diminished due to decreased availability of sea grass beds and nesting 
beaches.7   
 
The impacts of climate change for these communities are clearly very serious, 
threatening their ability to sustain themselves and to enjoy their traditions and customs.  
In some places whole communities are likely to see their homes vanish beneath the 
ocean, forcing them to uproot and move elsewhere.  These consequences are made all 
the more devastating by the fact that climate change involves an inherent injustice – the 
communities who are suffering (and who will suffer) most are the ones who have 
contributed least to the problem.  Around the world, the countries who are going to be 
worst affected by climate change are those who make the lowest contribution to 
greenhouse gas emissions.8  
                                                                                                                                                 
Sheila Watt-Cloutier, Testimony Presented at the Inter-American Commission of Human Rights (1 March 
2007) 
3
 Jon Barnett, 'Titanic States? Impacts and Responses to Climate Change in the Pacific Islands' (2005) 59(1) 
Journal of International Affairs 203 at p. 208 
4
 Donna Green, 'How Might Climate Change Affect Island Culture in the Torres Strait?' (CSIRO Marine and 
Atmospheric Research, Paper 011, 2006) 
5
 Barnett,  p. 209. 
6
 Ibid p. 208 
7
 Green,  at p 4-5 
8
 United Nations Framework Convention on Climate Change, 'Climate Change: Small Island Developing 
States' (Climate Change Secretariat (UNFCCC), 2005) 
3 
 
 
3. The human rights implications of climate change 
 
Climate change has the potential to impact upon many rights that are guaranteed at 
international law.  These include the right to health,9 the right to an adequate standard of 
living, including adequate food and housing,10 the right to safe and healthy working 
conditions,11 and the right to life.12  There are also particular rights of Indigenous peoples 
and minorities which are threatened by climate change, including the right to self 
determination and to dispose of their own natural wealth and resources,13 and the right 
to enjoy their own culture, religion and languages.14 
 
 
While it’s clear that climate change is likely to affect people’s ability to enjoy their human 
rights, there remains debate however about how human rights law might be employed 
when trying to tackle the problem of climate change.  Part of the challenge in this area is 
in understanding the connections between the environment and human rights, and 
whether it is possible, or appropriate, to use the latter to protect the former.  
 
In recent years the links between human rights and the environment have been 
increasingly recognised.  Several human rights instruments recognise the importance of 
a healthy environment as a precondition of the enjoyment of other rights, including the 
Convention on the Rights of the Child and the Convention on the Elimination of all forms 
of Discrimination against Women.  The link has also been identified in instruments of soft 
law, such as the 1994 Draft Declaration on Human Rights and the Environment, which 
states that established environmental and human rights principles operate together to 
guarantee everyone the right to a secure, healthy and ecologically sound environment, 
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and articulates the environmental dimensions of several well-recognised human rights, 
including the right to life, the right to health and cultural rights.15  
 
There have also been several successful cases in regional human rights regimes which 
confirmed the principle that environmental degradation can amount to a breach of 
human rights, and explicitly recognise the role the environment plays in ensuring the 
protection and fulfilment of human rights.16    
 
Instruments and decisions such as these reinforce the role of the environment as a 
prerequisite for the enjoyment of human rights.  In recent times however, there has been 
a growing call for the recognition at international law for an independent ‘right to a good 
environment’.17  This would provide a right of all peoples to live in a safe and healthy 
environment, independently from other human rights. It has been argued that this would 
enable individuals or communities to bring a claim under existing human rights regimes 
where the actions of a government or corporation have led to environmental damage, 
without having to establish any other violation of human rights.18  Recognition of this 
‘right to a good environment’ would have several implications for our consideration of the 
problem of climate change.  
 
One of the challenges of taking a human rights approach to climate change is that the 
very nature of the problem means that we may in time see effects which we can not yet 
predict.  While we may be able to forecast the kinds of environmental changes which 
might occur, we may not be able to identify at this stage which groups will suffer or how 
they will be affected.  Recognising an independent right to a healthy environment would 
allow a human rights based claim to be brought where environmental damage can be 
shown, even where the full extent of the human impact is not yet known.  
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4. The benefits of a human rights approach to climate change  
Once we acknowledge that climate change is a human rights issue, we can start to 
consider the ways that human rights laws and principles might be engaged to help locate 
appropriate responses to the problem, and what the benefits of such an approach might 
be.  By viewing climate change as a human rights issue we can use human rights 
principles as a normative framework upon which to develop our responses.  We can use 
human rights norms to help set priorities and evaluate policy.  Doing so will also ensure 
that we focus on the people who will be most affected and who are most in need of 
support. It will also encourage us to consult with these communities when developing 
responses, in turn helping to ensure that we arrive at culturally appropriate and 
practically helpful strategies. 
 
Further, if we can construct climate change as a human rights issue then we can bring it 
within the scope of existing legal obligations.  In this way we may be able to hold 
governments accountable under human rights law for failure to take steps to address the 
problem.  While the specific obligations of states and available enforcement mechanisms 
vary, at the very least this approach will give the support of international law to criticism 
from the international community for a state’s failure to address climate change.  
 
Human rights law also provides a new lens through which to view the problem.  Most 
debate on the issue of climate change has been couched in terms of economics, 
diplomacy or science.  By viewing it as a human rights issue we can enrich our 
approach.  We can also put the issue in terms which have more resonance for the wider 
community, who may find the economic, diplomatic or scientific dimensions of the 
problem remote or difficult to follow.  
 
Finally, by concentrating on the impacts that climate change will have on the well-being 
of the communities worst affected, human rights helps us to address the inherent 
inequity of climate change, and mitigate the impacts that it will have on those 
communities who are most vulnerable.  
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